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‘Vouchers Revisited: The P;ospects- . .
For Education Vouchers“in The, : . S
- anws : O s
N q C .Y : . \ | 4
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20N Education voueher p]ans rise and fa]] in popu]arity and éUrrent1y they °

"l" are ga1n1ng popu]érlty Th1s paper 1nvest1gates the po]1t1ca] and. socna]

L

3/ ~ changes that are likely te affect the pub]1c S recept1v1ty and 1nterest

in vouchers thrbugh the ear]y e1ght1es These changes can be summar1zed“

”

1n three categor1es: (1) new support for the provoucher arguments, .

.

o (2) recent shifts in the po]1t1ca] climate, and (3) the effects of sodial’

and demographic trends.’ B - ‘ B
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In the sixties and seventies the idea of vouchers for. purchasing I

-

e educat1ona1 services. was treated as a novelty, a product of 1mpract1ca1
academic th1nk1ng, unt11 the federaP government began to’ back

'exper1menba1 programs. ‘By the mzd-sevent1es a full blown voucher system
v ¢ y‘ﬁ)

-~ had been 1mplementeq at the Alum Rock school d1str1ct in northern
RV California. wh11e 1nterest ,in the voucher 1dea seemed to wane after
’Alum Rock,\the 1s5ue 1s again in the puh11c eye and has favorable
prqipects for affect1ng educat1ona1 po]1cy. ‘
" Last year in Ca11forn1a a referendum campa1gn to place an '
educational voucher ‘planon the state ballot drew nat1ona1 attent1on and

gave voucher supporters hope for gather1ng suff1c1ent 51gnatures this

+
year. Due 1arge1y,to unforeseen c1rcumstances the referendUm?campaqgn

has faltered th1s year but the org fZers’ are now preparfng‘for,a
‘ L 4

similar efforts have

seeond maJor push 1n 1983. More importa

" ; cropped up in other states. In Delaware stat representat1ve Kevin

Free subm1tted a bill in the 1981 1eg1s Twe session propQS1ng a state

voucher plan to work for pub11c edu tlon “in much the same’ way as the

G I. 8111 works for higher ucatlon.“ In. M1ch1gah Massachusetts, and

[ ]

the D1str1ct of. Columb1a, po]1t1ca1 organ1zat1ons are currently plann1ng,—

?,, _or have recent]y tried to alter the tax supports for their pub11c and ,
; ’ .' ,a - s' - Q7
P prlvate schools. _ f; : N

. What -is behind th1s resurgence of: 1nterest? Thb pollt1cal and & '

soC1al changes that have affected the publ1c s 1nterest 1n vouchers can

be summarized 1n three categor1es~ (1) new support for the arguments

-

made by voucHer advocates, (2) receht ,1fts 1n the‘poltt1ca1 c11mate,
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Ph1losoph1cal PerSpect1ves. M11ton Friedman has been ca]led t

"guru of vouchers“ and his statement of the fundamentdl issues is's 111
1

. the most s1mp]e and at t1mes the most tonvincigg. Friedman beljgves: -

pub]1e schools suffer from the inefficiency and lack ofiinnevation that

X a3 e e . - s
is gharaqter1st1e of monopolistic enterprises. The remedy, he suggests,

is to break the ho]d‘of Qovernment on pubiic education by introdu nng a
‘ free and competitive market. fqr educat1ona] services. '

’ *

;In a 1973 art1c]e 1n the, New York T1mes Magaz1ne,] Fr1edman

13

. proposed;that we "sell schoo]s like grocer1es" and his argument was

N

cha{acter1st1ca11y clear and persuasive:- public schools are bad and -

getting worse and ne1ther the f1e]d of educat1on nor a dec]1ne in

resoqrces are to blame: it is the morfbund operations of state-run

educational services that is the problem. The ana]qu to sel]fng

groceries'in the supermarkets,ﬁas expecially deft since the image of

. breadlines and meat, shortages created by. the inefffeiencies of

—~— e

centralized p]anning‘effeetively drove the point home. It jsn;t clear

I3 . -

. {t Friedman;;tilllthinks that supermarkets,are similar to schdols'hut in
thé seventies progab]y no sdng]e industry in the‘Un\ted States received
more consumer-based tht1c1sm‘than the h1gh]y mechani zed and frequent1y
deceptive hus1ness of modern food process1ng and packag1ng.
apt ana]ogy fd?(forma] educat1on is not, of course, solely Friedman's
" problem: 7 it is the underlying-problem that a]]¥educat%ona1'phlicxr "

mahers:face. The efT1c1ency argument in the meanwh1]e, still holds’

: cons1denab]e force as urban schools seem to be 1ncreas1ngly rife w1th

;soc1a} conf11ct and p1agued w1th dec]ining test scores. ’ '
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In: 1978 the case for vouchers was bot/pered with the pub11cat1on of

[
i
v

_John E. COons and Stephen D. Sugarman s book, Educat1on_dy Cho1ce ‘The .
,Case For Famlly Control. 2 The1r argumenb centers 1ess on the efffc1ency
of voucher systems than on the benefits of al]ow1ng parents to choose

their ch11d s-educat on. who can best chodse the proper educat1on for a

- child, they ask, the state onrthe parents? s .

a Coons and Sugarman reco§n1ze the complex1ty of educational youcher
systems, and their proposa] (wh1ch has served as the b]uepr1nt for the
‘recent Cal1forn1a 1n1t1at1ve) is compell1ng preclsely because 1t ';
considers many of the likely compﬂlcat1ons. Also, unlike Frledman they
are concerned w1th ach1ev1ng eqyitable as we11 as efftclent schoollng .

' Shou]d schools be allowed to to>n away students to se]ect at -the’
'schoolhouse door? This fl1es in the‘face of our common schoo]1ng ¢
herltage'but Coons .and Sugarmah do not shy away from the prospects of a

";greater homogene1ty within schoo]s. Al]ow1ng each school to determine
i1ts ph1losophy and c]1ente]e shou]d rncrease the d1vers1ty of

educat;onal serv1ces available to ‘the public, at. the same time 1nd1v1dua1 )
families may be excluded from part1cu1ar schools. E . . , f,

., . L "In trying to 1mag1ne how a fam11y chotce plan . ,
o would work,. it is too simplistic to focus solely on °, "
, 9iving each family what it wants for its childfen. B -
a In some. situations interests betweer the school :
 “proyider and the family or between two families.will - o

< c]ash...I? the market for school1ng were patterned
"~ - after the "free" market, as it is.conventionally" ¢
- viewed, the preference ‘of the.family weyld be , - -
constra1ned by’ the freedom ot the school:. that«df, )
a child would be able to enroll ,only if the chosen .
~ school- were willing to have him. - Whether this power '
L ef exclusgon should be e]1m1nated is a complex o ‘
,']SSUE... A . s .
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; The philosophical debates took a new wrinkle in the eighties when . i KL
T prominent civil.rights_ leaders began to question the wisdom of puirsuing . .
‘,' . school desegregat1on as the exclusive goa] of the NAACP Rbbert L.* ‘,

Carter, now a federal d1str1ct Jjudge in the Southerq D1str1ct of New York .

bat for many years the NAACP General Couns&],whas stated o ,.:'

\

"Integrated educat1on must nof be lost'as thé u1t1mate .
solution...Eor the present, however,. to foécus-on - P
integration alone is a luxury only, the'black middle i
 class can afford. They hdvefound the means to desert- - AR
. - _ .the public schools_if dissatisfied...The immediate and" - '
' urgent need of the BJack urban poor is the atta1nment, i
in« rea] Tife terms aRd in sett1ngs of v1rtua]]y total : LT
o ; bldck= white..schoo] :se aration, -at least of some of the -~
o o benefits -and protéctions of. the Constitutional ‘guarantee ~

-, ' -~ of equal educat1ona1 opportun1ty that Brown requires. . ' .
. ~~ ., =« The only.way to insure that thousands of the black urban - -

5 o .+ poor w111 have even a remote chance ‘of obtairfing the coet :
P . tools needed for them to cempete in the marketp]ace For Chr .
w2 Co a-decent job and its accompanying benefits is to S =S
. " concentrate’on having quality edupat102*de11vered to the . ,

S schools these blacks are attend1ng... e |

But how can blacks, espec1a11y'poor b]acks be guaranteed an educat1on - ,{”

I N

that i$ safea d1sc1p11ned and academ1ca11y rﬁgorous? Thomas Sowel] of /- ';

. the Hoover Inst1tute suggests that‘educat1ona1 vouchers are an

-
. a.

, attract1ve a]ternat1ve for black fam1]1es that Tiow rece1ve substandard 3 s
‘ .-« Schoohng and f1nd the bureaucracy unrespons1ve, and even host11e, to ‘. - L
~::..;, — the needs of the 1nner city: poor. <Derr1ck Bell, a fobiter staff 1awyer
| N of ‘the Legal Defense Fund where he persona]]y*hand]ed a]most 300 school .

desegregatIon cases in the 1960s, concedes that "vouchers may be worth ,
N s . ‘ - ~ . 2., ” ' o
R try1ng, things are ) bad now " ‘, S e ’,“’o',

SR .

e ', Among many black leaders, however, the voucher ' idea is sttt | E

‘ ta1nted'w1th the h1story of wh1te oppos1t1on to desegregated schoollng., )

P

fi; ",'_ In the ear]y days after the Brown dec1szon voucher 1eg1s1§t1on was

O A A St el s o




- proposed and enacted in several southern commun1t1es in order to

. f\ frustrate court-ordered;di’egregat1on plans. By the m1d 1970s these
voucher ‘'schemes had died as patterns of residential m1grat1on simply - -- . g{;?
. overuhe%med efforts to compel greater urban integration; it 33 the

K .recognition of this stark reaT1ty that has made educat1ona] vouchers v

\

ﬂook prom1s1ng to black 1eaders in the e1ght1es. \ '

. I ? *  Now vouchers ho]d a potent1a] for change in the black oommunity and . «

no ]onger are simply seen as a means for maintaining the status quo. In

L}

at, 1east two minority commun1t1es choice initiatives are be1ng proposed . ‘ ?

or tried. - “In Boston the B]ack Parent Comm1ttee compr1s1ng over 200 N : i

< ’ K b

members are press1ng for a freedom-of chaice p]an to replace the present
court-ordered system. A po]] taken in March of 1982 by the Boston Globe 4

* revea]ed that 79 percenteof the b]acks surveyed favored a free cho1ce

' gﬁfﬁ | : plan even at the expense of further racial segregatioh. 5 In New York S
‘1 i ' Y

- East Har]em, school D1str1ct No. 4 has begun a voucher prg:ram W1th1n ’,

»the.pub]1c schoo] system. The 1htent is c]ear]y to weed out the worst
: . > e LR
+ of the lot. "Students shou]d not be forced to go to a 'school that they

L]

'and the1r parents do not th1nk is as good as other schoo]s,” sa1d
* Anthony Alvarado, the D1str1ct Super1ntendent.6 To James Co]eman, 1% i

parttcu]ar]y the low 1ncome m1nor1ty fam1]y that stands to benef1t f om

S free-choace initiatives: “[the present system] hurts most the 127 o
v - P
. S 1ncome ﬁamlly that is least ab]e to leave a. bad pub11c school” an the«
) " ( S ta - .
b]ack fam1]y that confnﬁﬁhs the greatest barr1er to move elsewhere‘"7 "
e . , . . . 4 & . : :‘ a s -
P Lt B v L) ’ey‘,‘:&;\"(, o
¢ : . . o ' B ‘\";\\‘ 3{ g
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Coleman's recent research on public. and priuate'schools is v

~

espec1a11y germﬁ\e to the voucher arguments.8 Cr1t1cs of voucher plans

commonly hold that fam11y choice wou]d 1nev1tab1y lead to greater social

-

and class' segregat1on between gchools. But Coleman found that Catho]1c 9

schoo]s not only outperform public schools, they also are as a group

v

1ess racially segregated (when analyzed as d1spers1on within the group), -

~ . . . '.' . s
Immediately after the public/private school report became pubtic, )

several crftics pointed to flaws in the research design and data ‘ oy :

analysis.9 Some researchers have even dismissed the study ent1re1y for

the purposes of pol1cy mak1ng. Coleman 1n turn Ras responded by

comp]ement1ng the emp1r1ca1 findings with a cr1t1ca1 amalysis of pub11c

- -~

schoohng.10 ’Spec1f1ca11y, Coleman feels that private schoo] tu1t1on is

a/4prot2ctive tariff" -that users must pay'in addition to the taxes for ° -

»

free pub]ic schoofs. Th1s tariff or1g1na11x~served to-support the

common schoo] ideal once embodied in the public school systbm. But

A

society has since changed and the assumpt1ons on’ which the pu§&1c:sch ol

apparatus was erected no 1onger ho]d For examp]é Co]eman plints/out

_Wit school

strétified,néﬁghborhoods in every metropolitan area.
v M . ¢ . ~ R o

raciafly distinct schoots. The effect of the protective tariff for g \ ';g

pub11c schooling, argues Coleman,nﬂs harmful to.the coAsumérs of

AN

educat}on by restr1ct1ng the1r ab111ty to choose and seek out a qua11ty ‘,72
education. oo T L R ‘ “i
. . e, , + : . o 1
-, . , . ce . . D . \1':

. . . Y
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Political'Currents. George La Noue in a.collection of essays about-

L~

-

voychers 1n l972 pred1cted 1t Would take a coal1t1on of conservative
social and pol1t1cal groups for thevvoucher 1dea to appear anywhere on
d the political aganda.ll There is Feason to believe the curpent
pol1t1cal establ1shment°may favor-more cho1ce in ‘education.l250n the
campa1gn tra1l Ronald Reagan discussed the .idea of using (q§1ts“ (or'
pr1ng1ple it. is"clear that this adm1n1strat1on is l1kely to favor the
jdea. .Reagan's economic goals all fit comfortably with edutatlsnél "

voucher plans, less state intervention, greater 1ncent1ves for private

1n1t1at1ve, and generally an emphasis on the r1gor and safeguards of a,

. .
cempet1t1ve market place. *© SRRt

. Two groups in Reagan_s pol1t1cal coalition stand’to benefit from .
. youchers: evangelical rel1g1ous groyps with pol1t1cal yearn1ngs like

the Moral MaJor1ty and taxpayerar?ghts groups. If vouchers were allowed ~
" to finance the religiously-based schools 1n the burge§n1ng Chr1st1an

school movement the fundamentalist organ1zat1ons 'whose pdl1t1cal ,

fortunes have already r&sen would receive a substantial boost toward .

thelr social goals.

N

'purpose5

Coons bel1eves vouchers could’ legally serve th1s

"The U S. Supreme Court has never passed Judgement upon any
-y
ystem closely resembllng the Cal1forn1a Initiative for Family

Cho1ce...There is every reason to th1nk thatcjt'would be permissible for
e]
fam1ly choice schools to. teach rel1g1on, if they wished to do so."13

3
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- o ¢ The taxpayer-rights groups alsp back voucher proposals. Nhile '“.v gﬁ_.;' .
.) " these groups are more often identified with tuition tax, credits than- ;u - f . -
»ﬁt vouchers both reforms share the.essential aspect bf’allow1ng.the
/»\ taxpayer greater discretion in his cogsumption of education. During
this’ session the U.S. Senate is scheduled to conSider the Packwood-
Moynihan bill wh{fh establishes tuition-tax credits for parents with g N '—\\. .
children in proprietary and parochial schools. Legislativ?panalysts do ;3v '

’

not feel~the bill will have much impact on parents decisions between

- 3"

public or private schooling, Since the amount of tax credit ($250, for o

. the first year, $500 in the third) lS low relative to ‘the costs of \\\e‘
. ‘ - s.-
private schooling.]4 For thlS reason, opponents argue “the tax-credit “

2
T bild, lf passed will do little more than benafi /the affluent families.

T ~ f,.already enrolled in private schools. The bill/s backers see the issue
& g as a matter of taxpayers' rights. Their rationale is that government »
oo shquld encourage parents efforts to.furth’r.their chiLdren s education .

whether parents choose private or public/schools. Federal tax policy,

. 8
B _ N . . . '
¢

they point out encourages home owners,ip because in principle the *
government feels home ownership lS ddsirable de5pite the greater savings s
this brings’ to families of predomi ately moderate and‘high incomes. The

‘.’ . i u -’\. ..-" ‘\
: issue is not equity, but’rights.] . W . . g N -

A . * . v . M
”Social, Demog'aphic §§§,Economic Trends. An editorial in appa'

, .

t4

o , 7 _
. . jﬂhat happens to the. public schools when‘\ o §

noting recen% ends -asked

. two-thirds of the taxpayerSf(and voters) are
- / ’

diSSatisfigg w1th*them?
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Bond 1ssues fa11£$¥Tax 1ev1es are defeated. State 1egdslators.
- . . }

P
-

L e propOS1t1on 13-type 1n1t1at1ves. N If bond issués are & valid- - A

PN s LR yoo 5 R )
1nd1cat1on taXpayers are_1ndeed rebe111ng aga1nst the rising costs of

e *

educat1on. F1gures from the Nat1onab Center for Educat1ona1 Stat1§t1cs L -~

o, ) AR

e,

XS
>

4.!.' A Y

- ~

,;f N show that #n> 1957 pub]1c school bond-1ssues were approved 73 percént of . B

% . X

) . the t1me yet by 1977 the rate had decl1ned/t9 '54 percent.1§ In-one l o -fi:”i&u
. : ' tschool d1str1ct 1n De]awage a, recent bond21ssue was ‘defeated by 9:to 1. i t,u?‘vg'if
. For~severa1 reasons pub11cﬂschool1ng 1s, 1ndeed exper1enc1ng a perjod - : B ‘

of retrenchment as schoo]s are closed, teachers and,other personne] lose .;:' Y
, their Jobs, and educat1ona1 programs are cut. SchooL author1t1es 1n ‘ . ' ."r'..

- . .

A1pena M1ch1gan,c1osed the public schoo]s in October of 1981 because ‘ ? :

the school system had run ‘out of money two months 1nto.the academmc

-~ .

ear.]7‘ Ant1c1pat1ng a teachers strike 1nvthe Summer of 1981, \I X
‘y ke 4 , Y ¢

. Ph1]ade]ph1a Mayor Bill. green stated the f1nant1a] de]emma in Bﬂunt o , e

5
terms: "G1ven the limits 1mposed by- our present revenues, un]ess R .
LR someth1ng g1ves, the schools-1n Ph11ade}ph1a_w111 not open th1s fall." -.' R
) ‘Vouchers become attract1ve for city officials’ under these * ST |
c1rcumstances for two reaspns.. First, s1nce vouchers should ref]ect \ ‘ v'LL
supply- and demand cond1t1ons, the pr1ce of educat1ona1 sefvices (and the
qua11ty) would automat1ca11y fall in 11ne with the €ax monies Técal.
c?t1zens who are w11]1ng to,g1ve’to educat1on. This cou]daa1]eviate¢the‘ | »
- ‘ f1nanc1a] bind of many large urban school systems "that are currentby .on ' : %ﬁé;:;_:f
o the br1nk of bankruptcy. And, secondly, 'since pr1vate schoo1s operate

. ni‘ I i o A R
on rough]y one-ha]f the revenues i pugJ1c séhoo]s, vouchers‘h%ve the zza., <

potent1a1 for mak1%§g schoo11ng, or at 1ea§t the ba§1cs of schpo11ng & f’~

. e ‘§
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E ’

[T I A

.. ;F 1 - >
. . \

ot oy




A

Laura Sa]gan1k has 1dent1f1ed tWo demograph1c changes that are .

11ke1y to affect" const1tuent support for publfc educat1on. F1rst, o]der
$ . >

couples who are 1ess 11keTy to have school ~age ch1]dren are pay1ng an.  ° |

1ncreaS1ng port1on of the property tax revenues that support the pub11c
schooﬂs.: Furthermore, lnathe e1ght1es, the wh1te maJor1ty~W111 have’

.

fewer .schopl-age ch11dren -and those‘ch11dren will be a declining

' L

proportion of public school-enrollments. At the same time,.Reagan's
. budget cuts notw1thstand1ng, there 1s 11tt1e reason to expect- the demand

for speC1a1 needs programs w11] decrease. These‘forces . Salganik

if malntaﬂns, W$]] ]ead to- grow1ng*d1saffect1on among’, the maJor1ty of

" choice and’ compet1t1on. o N - Lo

¢ - 4

taxpayers suppprt1ng pub11c school1ng.

.
)
~ - -

” e -

- i . A\l
- R -, -

RV Conc1usion. Prognosis”in matters'of public policy'is always“an,
uncerta1n bus1ness Bﬁt ‘it -appears that;voucher advocates shoqu soon

enJoy an 1ncreaS1ngly recept1ve pol1t1ca] and social c11mate in the

l .

early e1ght1es. 0dd1y enough the voucher idea in the s1xt1es was

favored by social cr1t1cs on both extremes of the po]1t1ca] spectrum.‘

-

To the new 1eft vouchers offered tpe pr Spect of. br1ng1ng ne1ghborhood i '

contro] to c1ty schoo]s that d1scr1m1na d agalnst m1nor1t1es and the

urban poor.. . The "1mmoderate r1ght" on e other. hand wanted to break

\ l

the stagnant monopoly of public educat1on and encourage edu¢at1ona]

.
. . - - .
. ‘. . -

“For a nﬂmber of reasons, not the Teast of wh1ch was the res1stence*

of the educat1onal‘commun1tyf exper1menta] voucher pTans were tr1ed in

"
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L

T I D




- » . . . - . -; =
3 - N N > . o ’3
" ' ‘ ' ’ — ¥
b .‘ * ~ * . \
' ! N a = ) L ]] o
‘ J 4 - 4 ) / \ ¢ . - . ~ A
I _ . > s . - . . - " . Kd ’ -
-the sevent1es and falo"led. The difference between the early seventies .- o
= « and the e1ght1es is that ‘both political and social changes may now make
, .
“i . the voucher idea more ;r,enab]e to a nevi‘htlon of, fiscal and social -
4 St conservatLves. To the old, arguments agamst monopo]y practices comes T T,
e ) néw mterests in stcaT constramt and for 1nd1v1dua1 cho1ce in soc1a]' -
’ values and quahty schoohng Harvey Averch in survey1 ng thé literature I
Z on schoo'l effects concluded; "Researchtentatwe]y suggests that o
N Y
o 1mprovement in student outcomes, both cognitive and noncognitive, may ’ .
' . - *
r:equ1re sweeping changes in the orgamzatwn, structure and conduct of
educat1ona1 exper1ence."]8 Voucher proponents feel that the1r 1deas - .7
' , ¢
could achieve just that, and they may soon get a chance to find‘.o'ut.
, ] . . . ’ -'..".. . .' . ) .3 l_' 3 N &
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